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A RESEARCH ON SUBLIMATION 

Renna Nezos and The British Academy Research Team 

ABSTRACT: The loss of self-respect in children is a result of 
lack of respect shown to them by parents, carers or educators. 
Humiliation at an early age is the main cause of this kind of 
hypocrisy which we call sublimation. The instinct of survival 
leads the individual into acting in a uniform way, in order to 
put an end to humiliation and feeling of worthlessness, which 
causes such untold suffering and despair. The result is a com¬ 
bination of emotional distancing, surface hardness and over¬ 
rationalization of judgements. Suppressing nature does not 
work and the side effects of sublimation vary. Sublimation is 
seen in handwriting by syndromes such as “aerated secondary 
spacing with simplified, progressive forms with, at the same 
time, narrow ovals, m’s and n’s, which contradict the initial 
image of flow and progression,” or “short vertical extensions 
giving an image of sobriety and composure, with long horizon¬ 
tal over-connections and occasional accidental balloons, 
which defy the image of sobriety.” 

Sublimation is a society-generated affliction, mainly found among the more 
privileged classes in the Western World. In the previous century one would have found 
it initially among members of the aristocracy. Today it is found at many social levels, 
due to the expansion and availability of education. 

Sublimation, which is a kind of an “integrated” persona, indicates the substi¬ 
tution of emotivity which is being taken as weakness with manifested strength. This 
is often compensated for with a certain hardness. To appear “cold” is a defense and is 
socially acceptable. According to the social surroundings in which one is living, and in 
order to be so called “normal” and to survive, one has to “fit in.” Sublimated people 
think it is right to be so and would not like to change unless they become aware, one 
way or another, of the fact that they had been forced to suppress their emotivity to 
meet other people’s standards and ideas of social acceptability. 


This paper was presented at the International Congress of Graphology in London, October, 1995. A publi¬ 
cation, entitled Sublimated Writings, by the British Academy Research Team, giving a comprehensive 
description of the research, was recently published by Scriptor Books. 
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People who sublimate in order to cope and survive, comply; otherwise, they 
would despair. Sublimation, as such, is not forced on anybody. It may happen when 
the person, usually a child, through over-discipline, has been humiliated, ridiculed, 
degraded and has lost his self-respect. 

The sublimated personality, in order to maintain self respect and to survive 
emotionally, uses its considerable energy to mobilize a wide range of common defense 
mechanisms. 

To protect early sensitivities the person quickly learns to absorb and adopt the 
social ethics that best suit the environment in which he finds himself. Consequently, the 
person forces himself to live by rules, commands the respect of his contemporaries and 
generally learns to fit in well. Helpful mannerisms may also have been subconsciously 
acquired from among friends, acquaintances, public figures or relatives, so that a cer¬ 
tain similarity in social attitudes becomes evident — somewhat like a uniform. 

“The persona” of the sublimated individual is not simply a mask to hide 
behind, but also a presence. “In this sense, persona or mask is the signal of rank, 
virtue, character and authority. It is the outward significator, the outward display of 
mastery.” 1 

The individual absorbs the imposed attitudes which are socially acceptable, in 
order not only to comply with the demands made upon him in such a painful way, but 
also in order to avoid suffering and to make sure that this will not happen to him again. 

This, bit by bit, affects his approach to life and to the world, to the extent of 
structuring his whole personality. Consequently, although this attitude is acquired, it 
differs from a persona in that what he is trying to hide is not necessarily something 
he does not trust to be good or something he is ashamed of, but it is something that 
simply causes him pain. He has therefore displaced the needs for his own reality and 
replaced them by more conformist ones and by more socially acceptable attitudes, 
which over the years, become second nature. The real self, with all its sensitivities, 
has remained buried, unexposed and unmolded, in a sort of primitive state, or “nat¬ 
ural” state, we could say. If ever it is given the chance to be expressed, this natural 
self will come across raw and wild, embarrassing for the individual and uncomfort¬ 
able for the people around him. 

Painful memories associated with emotional life during the sensitive child¬ 
hood must be neutralized. Close emotional involvement in later life must be played 
down, in case it exposes vulnerability. The result is a measure of emotional distanc¬ 
ing, surface hardness and surface objectivity. It is at the cost of warmth and intima¬ 
cy, occasionally resulting in a degree of isolation and hardness. 

Sublimated people often have an unconscious fascination and nostalgia for the 
oppressor that made such an impact on them. This is usually symbolized by the image 
of power, or the male, or the phallus. This is the power that sublimated them in their 
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impressionable formative years. (It is well known that certain people develop an 
attachment to their tormentor). It has created in them a masochistic pleasure in later 
life, which may turn into sadistic activities towards people inferior to them, such as chil¬ 
dren, or partners and friends as they no longer represent a threat. It may come into 
their dreams as a powerful attraction towards, or a strong unconscious admiration for 
the virile macho male. It may also appear in the handwriting as a sexual symbol. 

Their behavior can vary from irony to sarcasm, to verbal or physical abuse 
and the imposition of discipline, always under the pretext that“I am doing the best 
for them”. They are unaware of these feelings and unaware that they have been 
expressed. It gives them a feeling of security in life when they are faced with dilem¬ 
mas, difficulties and antagonism. 

Any guilt feelings associated with resentment or hatred towards others dis¬ 
turbs the apparent calm. Their suppression is overcompensated by mobilizing feelings 
of kindness and consideration. The result, at least on the surface, is civilized behav¬ 
ior instead of vindictive aggression. It also comes into play should signs of softness 
and vulnerability threaten to surface. Here, overcompensation may give rise to a cer¬ 
tain rigidity and inflexibility. This may appear rather out of character, but when it 
occurs, it is more likely to be visited upon the close domestic circle, rather than upon 
the world at large. The implication is that the immediate family is less likely to pose 
a threat to survival and thus enables emotional tensions to manifest themselves, e.g. 
only the family may notice. The writer can be cold and strict and demanding of oth¬ 
ers. He wants perfection from others as “they have to suffer too”. He copes by react¬ 
ing in a hard and unyielding way to his family. 

In the instance of women, they would initially be hard, but then guilt would 
overcome them and they would tend to melt and give in. 

Sublimated people are better out in the world and out in society. They are 
more in touch with circumstances and they show more spirit. 

If hurt, they have the ability to keep a straight face and refuse to express any 
feeling of being degraded. They don’t forget the hurt, however; even years later a reac¬ 
tion connected to that event may occur. Remaining anxieties and worries that might 
still ruffle the surface calm, can be glossed over and explained away by making use of 
the services of a sharp intellect, using the powers of reason. 

Having subconsciously used most, or all, of the above defence mechanisms, 
the sublimated personality has successfully drawn a veil over the stresses and strains 
that promoted their arousal. “The result is the refinement or transmutation of sensu¬ 
al instinctual energy.” 2 Unaware of what lies beneath the surface, the personality pre¬ 
sented to the world is cultured, sociable, rational, civilized, tolerant, diplomatic, cool, 
urbane and emotionally distant. Such an individual may possess both status and suc¬ 
cess, but the initial motivation was for survival. 
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This is reflected in the handwriting which is typically evolved, rapid, aesthet¬ 
ically laid out, discreet and “silent,” yet displays characteristic awkwardness dis¬ 
cernible within the apparently easy flow. It usually looks more academic than it is in 
reality. A common factor in sublimated writings is that they are not weak writings. 
This of course does not imply that all unsublimated writings are weak. 

Unsublimated people who have all the reasons to be sublimated and are not, 
have either reacted to the circumstances by not adapting, or have not accepted the 
sublimating forces because of a lower degree of emotivity and sensitivity. 

Those who have reacted have a stronger survival instinct and their nature is 
more resilient; therefore, although they become hurt and unhappy, they tend to fake 
submission at the time and hang on to the reality of their personality. They keep their 
sensitive perceptions and in later life they either use them for their own personal com¬ 
pensation to suffering or use them for more constructive creativity for the common 
good. The writings in the first case are light, nuancee and sober, often with a certain 
harmony, and in the second case they show more hardness and more discordance. 

Children of sublimated parents may either become sublimated, because of the 
sublimated upbringing, or may be crushed and never adapt, in which case they risk 
not being able to capitalize on their abilities and live their life in the shadows. But 
this is a whole chapter for research which unfortunately we were not able to incorpo¬ 
rate into this presentation. It is to be researched in the future. 

As a result of the recent publication in English of Professor Gille’s book on 
poets, we noticed that Byron, Baudelaire and Mallarme are sublimated. 

Sixty-seven writings of sublimated people have been examined and have been 
analyzed. Each one is a case history and has now been published as study notes. Here 
we shall only discuss a few. 

FIGURE 1 

Information about the writer 

He is a man in his 40’s who has been married twice and is a solo transatlantic 
sailor. He left school after his A levels. He is well read and interested in everything. 

Summary of the writing 

A small writing that appears cultured and evolved. 

There is a rapid controlled progression to the right. The forms are small, sim¬ 
plified, prolonged up and right slanted. The middle zone lacks fullness and is even 
cramped at times. There is congestion from the pasty stroke. It is grouped with some 
garland connections between the narrow forms. But there are also arcades and some 
soft angles. There is a tendency to filiform [thread], the words are spaced out, and 
there are large, regular spaces between the horizontal lines. There are also strong “t” 
bars and ovals open to the left. The full stops are spaced out from the words. 
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Figure 1: Man in his 40s, transatlantic sailor. 
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The signature looks more unhappy than the text. It is on the right with nar¬ 
rower forms. 

A synthesis showing sublimation 

Small, simplified, rapid, with curved connections, upper and lower extensions 
in sticks, firm well-nourished stroke, right slanted, spaced out, creating a clear, pleas¬ 
ant image. 

But also: Holes in the words, stoppages, awkward chewed up letters, incom¬ 
plete crushed ovals, compensatory upward extensions and superelevations and over 
simplifications which hinder legibility, point to a sublimated personality. 

A sublimated personality 

A cerebral, individualistic person, who is educated and mature, he has a wide 
intelligence with curiosity of mind. He is quick thinking, analytical and synthetical, 
intuitive and capable of original, independent thought. He tends to look ahead more 
than to focus too greatly on the present, and he prefers to concentrate on matters out¬ 
side himself. 

But also: He is good at putting across ideas, but his sociability is only on the 
surface. It is partly a defence in order to preserve his privacy, enabling him to avoid 
encounters that come too close. Being very sensitive, he puts a distance between him¬ 
self and others. He does not like to divulge his inner feelings and needs space and 
freedom. There is an underlying restlessness that motivates him. 

The writer has developed a slightly elusive quality which can be intriguing as 
well as frustrating. He apparently copes well with any anxiety; he may feel and is able 
to assert himself and get on with determination and skill. 

FIGURE 2 

Information about the writer 

Man, 78 years, Married with four children. Works in high circles. An execu¬ 
tive in high powered positions. He said he had a happy childhood though at an impres¬ 
sionable age his father went blind, and he recognized he would have to make his own 
way in life. 

Summary of the writing 

There is aestheticism and elegance in this writing, and it looks comfortable, 
agile and fluid. It is on the small side, right slanted, curved (very few angles), rapid, 
and it slides across the page freely with an appearance of ease. There is no apparent 
constraint, and there is supple use of space and of the baseline. It has gentle regulari¬ 
ty and rhythmic progression, and it is well balanced with mobility and spontaneity. An 
assured elastic forward impulse combines suppleness and firmness without rigidity. 
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It is orderly, clear, neat and aerated. The dimension is irregular (favoring the 
rhythm) with secondary width, superelevations, diminishing and enlarged capitals. 
Stylized, the writing has simplified forms, garlands, simple lower extensions (sticks) 
with many short and atrophied. 

Written with a pen, the stroke is warm, velvety, moiree [irregular ink flow] 
and well-nourished (medium-light) with sealed edges. Agile combinations, predomi¬ 
nantly over-connected, occasionally disconnected, with some gaps in the continuity, 
curved and arcade connections, and fairly generous spacing between words. Regular 
left margin and tight right. 

A controlled horizontality and a fairly stable baseline is present, with slight¬ 
ly rising lines and some galloping up and down. It is telescopic [letters suddenly com¬ 
pressed into one another]. There are suspensions, small awkward and meager letters, 
lyrical d’s, a great variety of “t” bars, ranging from nondescript to exuberant, small 
hooks and many large hooks at the start of the letter “t” and at the end of the lower 
extensions. Slight filiformity [thread], with some starting strokes and gently curved 
ending strokes. An enlarged and exuberant first letter to “Yours,” the signature in the 
middle to right of the page, underlined, with an enlarged capital. 

Good rhythm of space and movement, but not so good of form. 

A synthesis showing sublimation 

Rapid and apparently flowing, it is small, simplified, aerated, progressive, 
rhythmic, velvety. 

But also: Sudden interruptions in the flow, irregular slant, small hesitations, 
awkward letters, squeezed ovals, some stunted lower extensions, strong telescoping 
and over-connections, point to a sublimated personality. 

Sublimated personality 

There is maturity, integrity, responsibility and self-discipline in this writer. 
He has mobility and spontaneity with easy participation, adaptability and social 
warmth. A sincere, reliable and honest man with personal equilibrium which satisfies 
and favors a successful social and professional adaptation and easy collaboration. His 
relationships with himself and others are healthy and comfortable. There is consis¬ 
tency in his actions, moral principles, self-control and a sense of responsibility. He is 
sufficiently combative to be well encrusted in his theories. 

He has warm and gentle feelings and takes life through charm. Subtlety, sen¬ 
sitivity and finesse of feelings give him compassion and openness to the problems of 
humanity. He has a rich emotional world and passionate attachments. 

He is mentally active and open to culture and impressions with the ability to 
assimilate and reach constructive decisions efficiently. There is foresight and a good 
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fund of ideas, combining the practical with the aesthetically pleasing. He has a clear 
and disciplined mind, logic, common sense, straightforwardness, open and supple 
intelligence, and his thought processes and methods adapt well to the event. 

But also: Despite all this sensitivity and capacity for affection there is a 
strong desire to control his emotions. Although there are limits to the strength of his 
personality, he blends in with his environment and appears to conform. He seems to 
face life in a natural way and uses his potential with measure and efficiency. He is 
resilient, and he is held together by self-discipline. His personality resists well the 
manifestations of frustrations and hardships. He appears self-confident, and there is 
a good balance between needs which motivate him and their fulfillment. But his needs 
are mostly short of his abilities. 

FIGURE 3 

Information about the writer 

Man of 60. Lawyer. Married many times. Educated at public school and 
Oxford. [The term “public school” in England means “private education”.] Very loyal 
and ethical, devoted and on good terms with all his wives. He has a subtle and ele¬ 
gant sense of humor. 

A summary of the writing 

A small, vertical writing that moves across the page with a quiet confidence. 
The very small middle zone is irregular and so is the narrow spacing between letters 





1 






Figure 3: Man, age 60, lawyer. 
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and wide spacing between words. It is prolonged up and down (compensating for the 
small middle zone), grouped with many lapses and some over-connections. 

The forms are sober, simplified, nourished and tend to be cramped. It is 
nuancee with contained irregularities. There are superelevations, garlands and cov¬ 
ering strokes. It is filiform [thready] and mostly open. The layout is neat with a large 
increasing left margin and an irregular narrow right margin. The words undulate 
slightly on the baseline with some gentle galloping up and down, and suspensions. 
The pressure is light and spasmodic. The stroke has precise edges and is velvety and 
pasty with many congestions due to this. Clubs and hooks. 

A synthesis showing sublimation 

Small, simplified, connected with over connections, a firm and nourished 
stroke with nuancee forms. 

But also: Spaced out (although irregular) between words and lines, lapses of 
continuity, with narrow letters, some awkward movements in a steady vertical and 
controlled writing, a tendency to over-connecting, point to a sublimated personality. 

Sublimated personality 

The writer is a cultured and erudite person with a great capacity for intellec¬ 
tual work. He has powers of concentration, clear practical thinking, objective judge¬ 
ment and a methodical analytical mind. He has developed organizational abilities and 
is scrupulous and conscientious in his work. He is careful in his decisions but once he 
has made his mind up he has the confidence and strength to “stick to his guns”. 

But also: The writer is sensitive with a rich emotional world hidden beneath 
a controlled exterior. He has made himself tolerant of people less intelligent than him¬ 
self and has developed a conventional, although reserved approach of good manners 
and politeness. He is constantly suppressing his emotions and will not allow himself 
to feel, act or speak impulsively. He is self-disciplined and is continually battling 
against inner worries and tension which are not made apparent. 

His upbringing has given him the ability to cope and deal with life's problems 
in a practical manner. 

FIGURE 4 

Information about the writer 

A man, 75 years old. Never married. An ex-diplomat, now he is an artist paint¬ 
ing mainly in watercolors. 

A summary of the writing 

This is a rapid evolved writing, simplified with an occasional elegantly dis¬ 
creet flourish. The degree of connection is dominantly grouped. The dimension of the 
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Figure 4: Man, age 75, former diplomat. 

middle zone is small, and upper and lower extensions tend to be lean but not neces¬ 
sarily short; “i” dots are high. The well-nourished stroke is firm and confident. Letter 
spacing is dominantly wide. The layout is aesthetic and aerated. Forms are mixed 
with much angularity and filiform. 

The “minuses” that emerge in this handwriting are the occasional narrow 
flooded ovals, some downward or drooping “t” bars, sharp points, some crushing of the 
middle zone, some sudden close spacing and slight regressive movements. Such fea¬ 
tures appear to counter the general broad, rapid progression. The zone representing 
the emotions, i.e. the middle one, as it were, keeps its head down and progresses at a 
run. 


A synthesis showing sublimation 

A rapid, evolved writing, simplified with an occasional elegant discreet flour¬ 
ish. Small with lean upper and lower extensions, letter spacing is dominantly wide 
with mixed forms, angularity and filiform. It is written in green ink with a well-nour¬ 
ished, firm and confident stroke. The layout is aesthetic and aerated. 

But also: Occasional narrow, flooded ovals, some crushing of the middle zone, 
some sudden close spacing and slight regressive movements, point to a sublimated 
personality. 
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Sublimated personality 

A cultured civilized mind, at home in the world of the intellect, whilst remain¬ 
ing perceptively responsive to that of the senses. His judgement is clear and his think¬ 
ing organized and self disciplined. 

His social communication has acquired a surface elegance and polish. 

But also: On a deeper level he avoids being emotionally demonstrative and 
thus reveals little of himself. A desire to communicate is probably expressed through 
his art, since this is less likely to expose his sensitivities. 

His sharp critical faculties and ability to assess situations enable him to ride 
over difficulties without becoming too entangled. 

FIGURE 5 

Information about the writer 

A man 50 years old. Entrepreneur, divorced at 40 and lives alone in the coun¬ 
try with his dog. He socializes very little. 

Summary of the writing 

This evolved simplified writing progresses with a rapid easy confidence. It is 
aesthetically placed on the page, aerated to spaced out and with generous margins. 









Figure 5: Man, age 50, entrepreneur. 
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The continuity is grouped to connected with only occasional juxtapositions [discon¬ 
nected letters within words] and a few long garlands between words. Secondary width 
is dominantly broad. The dimension overall is small to medium, discretely irregular, 
with occasional superelevations. Many words are diminishing. Upper extensions are 
usually tall and lean, lower extensions relatively less so. Occasional connections 
between words usually compromise lower zone extensions curving up to the middle 
zone. 

Pressure is firm, in relief and the stroke is well nourished and pastose. There 
are angles, filiform, occasional upper zone arcades and some serpentine forms. Final 
Greek “d”s slant left, against the general direction. Ovals are usually closed and bow 
tied. Numerals are clear, quick and easy. Signature is larger and somewhat “throw 
away,” and the personal pronoun “I” is a simple stroke. 

Occasional features that suggest possible faltering in the easy progression 
are: sudden narrow or squeezed letters, breaks or hesitations in the stroke, occasion¬ 
ally crushed middle zone, some occasional covering strokes, sharks tooth form and 
sharp points. The legibility is almost never compromised. 

Synthesis showing sublimation 

An evolved, simplified, right slanted writing that progresses with a rapid easy 
confidence. It is aesthetically placed on the page, aerated — spaced out with generous 
margins. The pressure is firm, in relief, with a well-nourished pasty stroke. The writ¬ 
ing is grouped-connected with a few long garlands between words. 

But also: There are sudden narrow and squeezed letters, and the middle zone 
is occasionally crushed, which puts a break on the easy progression. There are also lit¬ 
tle falterings of the stroke which point to a sublimated personality. 

Sublimated personality 

A perceptive, cultured mind that has found a balance between rational, emo¬ 
tional and practical judgement. The rationality shows a speedy, realistic grasp of 
essentials and flexible objectivity. It is an enquiring mind, able to search out causes 
and synthesize solutions. 

He is courteous, reliable, considerate and has learned to move easily in his 
social milieu, exercising a diplomacy — touched with humor. 

But also: This is a sensitive man whose easy, social, confident manner suc¬ 
cessfully covers some emotional inhibitions, guilt feelings and a certain defensive secre¬ 
cy. For him, a relatively superficial (though affable) relationship comes more easily. 
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